Rheumatoid arthritis--a molecular understanding.
The application of molecular immunology techniques in the study of rheumatoid arthritis has resulted in an explosion of knowledge on the risk factors for the disease, predictors of disease severity, the molecular mechanisms of inflammatory responses, and mechanisms of tissue destruction. We know, for example, that inheriting certain genes in the major histocompatibility complex partly dictates susceptibility and severity of rheumatoid arthritis. These genes and others in the major histocompatibility complex are critical for the occurrence of immune responses both constructive (prevention of infection, surveillance for malignant cells) and destructive (development of autoimmune diseases). We also now understand mechanisms of cell communication, regulation of immune responses, how the cells that mediate immune responses and tissue injury accumulate in tissues, and how the injury occurs. The knowledge itself is satisfying, but more important, based on this knowledge, effective and reasonably safe treatments that address basic mechanisms of the disease process have been developed and are now widely used. In fact, the newer treatments represent the "tip of the iceberg," and as our basic knowledge increases, so too will the armamentarium with which we can fight rheumatoid arthritis and other similar autoimmune diseases.